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A Long Interest in things Technological 

 

Since I was a little boy I have been interested in technology.  When I was young, my 

father served as a Wing Commander with the RCAF.  His speciality was aeronautical and 

mechanical engineering.  As a youngster in the 1960’s I myself was prone to waddle over 

and kick the tires of vintage propeller driven aircraft or high performance jet interceptors 

at the open house at the RCAF airbase north of my home town of Edmonton.  

 

One particular poignant moment as a youngster was during a Battle of Britain open house 

when we had the chance to wonder the hangars at the airfield.  I boldly marched up to 

one of the aircraft and proceeded to kick the front tire of a CF-104 Starfighter with all my 

might.  This brought me to the attention of a RCAF warrant officer who grabbed me by 

the collar and read me the riot act.  “Who do you belong to?” he asked.  I pointed to my 

father in his dress uniform, the Wing Commander.    

 

Undeterred the warrant officer lifted me by my hand and hauled me over to my father 

with the pointed phrase “I understand THIS misfit belongs to you … be so kind as to keep 

your son away from my aircraft!  He was doing grievous damage to the front tire of a 

Starfighter!”  Even today I have the urge to kick the front tire of all the aircraft I 

encounter.    

 

Around the same age I also vaguely recall sitting in front of our old black and white 

Phillips television set watching the coverage of the first American space walk by 

Astronaut Ed White.  This was before live from space television and so there were many 

audio visual aids used in lieu of an actual picture.  It might have been Walter Cronkite 

who narrated the whole thing. 



While my school chums read the Hardy Boys or Nancy Drew, I was more of a Tom Swift 

fan.  By the time of the 1969 Apollo moon landings I could recite bible and verse about 

the specific impulse of the F-1 rocket motors and the like.  Nuclear technology would 

also slowly find its way into my field of interests, in particular reactor technology and its 

use at sea or in electrical power generation.   

 

By the time I entered University to study physics I had a healthy and far sweeping 

appreciation of modern technology, something that would be expanded upon during my 

time as a naval reserve officer in Canada’s Navy.  One summer afternoon, while serving 

at CFB Esquimalt.  I was even invited for a short tour aboard a visiting USN boomer 

submarine by its skipper (but that is a story for another day).     

 

I would hurt my spine while at sea in 1981 and would be honourably discharged from 

Canada’s Naval Reserve in 1982, then the youngest naval officer in Canada.  To this day 

I still take an interest in Naval Matters.  

 

A Volunteer for the UNAC 

 

In the mid to late 1980’s I was a volunteer member of the Vancouver Branch of the 

United Nations Organization in Canada (UNAC).  The UNAC was a non-Governmental 

Organization (NGO) that existed to assist the efforts of the United Nations in New York.  

The patron of the UNAC is the Governor General of Canada.   

 

I had joined the Vancouver Branch of the UNAC in the spring of 1986, around the time 

of the Chernobyl Catastrophe, and having a background in physics and international 

affairs I found my talents and expertise much appreciate by the Parliament of Canada and 

the UNAC.    My first job was as a naval reserve officer.  My second job was in the 

aerospace industry. In the spring of 1986 I was employed on a fixed-term contract with a 

Canadian company in Richmond BC specializing in satellite digital image processing. 

 



The 1986 Chernobyl Catastrophe 

 

Chernobyl –4, a graphite moderated light water electric power reactor located near the 

town of Pripyat In Ukraine, suffered a catastrophic explosion at 0123 UTC on the 26
th
 of 

April, 1986.   

 

As fortune would have it, working for this Canadian Company, I was kept appraised as to 

the scale and severity of the Catastrophe, helping to interpret the public domain visual 

and infrared pictures from the French SPOT 1 satellite of the explosion and melt down of 

the Chernobyl reactor’s core (refer to Fig. 1: The SPOT 1 satellite picture of the 

Chernobyl Facility, April 1986) [1] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1: The SPOT 1 satellite picture of the Chernobyl Facility, April 1986.  The 

Chernobyl reactor facility is immediately west of the man made lake near the centre 

of the satellite image.  The image was processed on a FIRE-2000 Film Recorder 

built by the Richmond BC Company.  

 



SPOT stands for Systeme Pour l’Observation Terrestre.  The SPOT 1 satellite had been 

in orbit for only a few weeks before the Chernobyl Catastrophe occurred.  SPOT 1 had a 

resolution of between 10 to 20 metres depending on which of the multi-spectral cameras 

was used.  The SPOT 1 satellite also had infrared cameras.  It was the infrared cameras 

which would be of special use during the Chernobyl Catastrophe.   

 

I covertly had an opportunity to evaluate some of the very high resolution SPOT images 

of the reactor itself, and using a convolution algorithm was able to peek right into the 

reactor, noting some hours before it was made public that the reactor had blown itself 

completely apart, that the graphite was alight and the reactor was spewing radioactive 

material  into the atmosphere (refer to Fig. 2:  A Closer Look at Chernobyl from Space).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2:  A Closer Look at Chernobyl from Space 

 

You can try your hand at satellite imagery interpretation by correlating what is in both 

Fig. 2 and Fig. 3 and by using the width of the cooling water channel and its relative 

position with regards to the destroyed reactor in Fig. 3 (refer to Fig. 3: Aerial Picture of 

Chernobyl Catastrophe).     Then go back to Fig. 2 and convince yourself that you can see 

right into the reactor.  Be mindful of the different orientation of both images. 

 



The explosion and fire at the Chernobyl reactor was made-made and not an accident.  It 

resulted from Soviet mismanagement and the poor design of the light water cooled, 

graphite moderated reactor at the site.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3:  Aerial Picture of Chernobyl Catastrophe.  Note the smouldering reactor fire 

 

Accidents are unforeseen or random acts.  The Chernobyl Catastrophe was anything but 

unforeseen and random.  It occurred because of scientific stupidity and the 

overconfidence of the Soviet managers at the facility.   

 

The Soviet authorities initially tried to cover up the extent of the accident, however when 

radiation sensors at a reactor in Sweden indicated a radioactive plume was drifting into 

Europe from the East, it was a matter of a few hours before satellites based imagery and 

electronic intelligence gathering by NATO pointed to both the cause of the radioactive 

plume and the extend of the reactor catastrophe.   

 

The Soviet government’s cover up of the cause and extent of the 1986 Chernobyl 

catastrophe would become one of the catalysts for Glasnost, the Gorbachev era and the 

eventual demise of the Soviet Union in 1991.   



The Cause of the Chernobyl Catastrophe 

 

Chernobyl –4, a graphite moderated light water electric power reactor. It was one of four 

RBMK-1000 reactors at the site, and the last built at Chernobyl.   (refer to Fig. 4: 

Schematic of the RBMK-1000 Reactor) 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4: Schematic of the RBMK-1000 Reactor. [2] The RBMK-1000 reactor design 

was in fact a scaled up version of the plutonium production reactors used by the 

Soviets to produce weapon grade plutonium.  

 

Just prior to the catastrophe, the Chernobyl-4 reactor had been in operation and had been 

powered down to 5 % of its peak thermal output of 3200 MW thermal, to the extend that 

Xenon-135 poisoning had made the reactor sluggish in its reactivity.  

 

The isotope Xe135 has a huge cross section for thermal neutron absorption.  Xenon-135 

poisoning is a common, and unavoidable difficulty with all operating nuclear reactors.    

 

 



 

The safe practice at this point is to let the reactor sit for several days, at a low power 

setting, while the Xe-135 decays, then to power the reactor back to a higher and more 

optimal power setting.  To meet the proposed test schedule, which was in fact a test of 

safety equipment, the reactor was not operated in a safe fashion.  The two reactor 

operators on the night shift were under time pressures to return the reactor to a higher 

setting for a planned safety test, and so withdrew all the control rods in an effort to bring 

the output back to its peak thermal output of 3200 MW thermal.   

 

This result in two power excursions, the first sufficient to damage the control rods and 

rupture some of the cooling channels, and the second power excursion, much more 

powerful than the first, blew the top of the reactor off, taking the top of the building with 

it and also blew the reactor apart (refer to Fig. 5:  Cross Section Schematic of Chernobyl-

4 after the explosion and Fire). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5:  Cross Section Schematic of Chernobyl-4 after the explosion and Fire.  The 

entire core was dispersed, the fuel melted down as a fuel lava flow, and 1,200 

tonnes of graphite moderator was combusted or dispersed.  



 

Graphite moderated light water reactors have the design flaw that there is an increase in 

reactivity when there is a void in light water coolant.  When some of the cooling channels 

ruptured and the water became steam the rapid rise in reactivity of some of the ruptured 

channels caused a cascade second failure to the reactor, resulting in the second explosion.  

The full and actual series of events that led up to the explosion is not known because the 

two young and inexperienced night operators at the Chernobyl-4 reactor were killed in 

the catastrophic explosion.    

 

If the reactor managers and operators were following good engineering practice, the 

inexperienced night operators would have been asked to leave the reactor in its low 

power state, to give a few hours to burn off some of the Xe-135 and then ask the more 

experienced day shift to proceed with the tests when it was safe to do so.  Soviet 

mismanagement and a poor reactor design are the two key causes of the Chernobyl 

Catastrophe.  

 

Radioactive Contamination around Chernobyl 

 

Within a 30 km radius of the reactor site lived about 125,000 people, including about 

49,000 inhabitants in Pripyat [2].  The Chernobyl site was about 130 km north of Kiev.  

Immediately following the explosions radioactive volatile gases and solids were vented 

into the atmosphere.    

 

The immediate health concern to the surrounding population was the ingestion of 

radioactive Iodine –131, which has a short half life of 8 days.  Ingestion of I-131 damages 

the thyroid gland, particularly with young children, and the elderly and infirmed.  A 

second major concern was the release of Cesium-137, which is ingested and incorporated 

in bone.  Ce137 has a thirty year half life.    

 



The other radioactive materials, including the 1,200 tonnes of irradiated graphite 

moderator (much of which caught fire and entered the atmosphere) as well as the 

remnants of the dispersed reactor fuel elements posed a longer term health challenge. 

 

The UNAC, Canadian Humanitarian Assistance and the Children 
of Chernobyl 

 

As a direct result of the catastrophe 30 people lost their life, mostly operators and fire 

fighters at the site.   Some 125,000 people in the immediate region were also at high risk.  

The people most directly affected were the young children and teenagers who had been 

exposed to the I-131.  In the immediate aftermath I would assist the efforts to help the 

Children of Chernobyl    

 

In my capacity as a member of the UNAC, and working with the then UNAC President 

Mr. David Cadman, I provided wise counsel to Parliament, and assisted in efforts to 

establish a NGO Program, later supported by the Rt. Hon. Governor General of Canada 

the Rt. Hon. Raymond Hnatyshyn, and the Great Seal of the Parliament of Canada to lend 

direct and substantive assistance the Children of Chernobyl.   Mr. Hnatyshyn, who served 

as Canada’s Governor General from 1990 to 1995, was a Ukranian-Canadian. 

 

The Children of Chernobyl initiative opened the homes of Canadians of Ukrainian 

heritage to several thousand children directly affected by the catastrophe.  This would 

provide them with good food, medical care and some time away from the catastrophe 

“hot zone”   

 

It was my distinct pleasure to have also assisted in this initiative the late Mr. John Verigin 

of Grand Forks BC, a 1976 Recipient of the Order of Canada.      In the spring of 1986 

Mr. Verigin’s granddaughter was in Kiev at the time of the disaster and so the Verigin 

family had a first hand understanding of the trauma and hardship experienced by the 

”Children of Chernobyl”.   

 



I was asked to fly to Grand Forks via Castlegar and meet with Mr. Verigin and his 

community and to offer the assistance of the UNAC and lay the foundation for their 

initiative.  Mr. Verigin opened his home to me as his guest and also interviewed me for 

his community newspaper.   

 

I remember he asking whether they should approach Mr. Gorbachev, the General 

Secretary of the Soviet Union with their request to allow the Children of Chernobyl to 

visit Canada.  My response to Mr. Verigin was that President Reagan thought that “Mr. 

Gorbachev was someone he could work with”, and so, with a big smile on his face Mr. 

Verigin agreed.  I suspect if you poke around a bit you will find an old issue of the 

interview. 

 

In 1989 in recognition for his efforts on behalf of the Children of Chernobyl Mr. Verigin 

would be the recipient of the Order of the People’s Friendship from General Secretary 

Mikhail Gorbachev, and in 1996 a recipient of the Order of British Columbia 

 

When Ukraine finally became a free people the Rt. Hon. Raymond Hnatyshyn would be 

Canada’s first and most senior emissary to this new established European country and the 

grateful Children of Chernobyl would welcome him and Canadians to their homes with 

open arms.   I lost count but I think over 13,000 children from Ukraine benefited from 

our Children of Chernobyl Initiative. 
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